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3 Hydric Soil Indicators

Introduction

The National Technical Committee for Hydric Soils (NTCHS) defines a hy-
dric soil as a soil that formed under conditions of saturation, flooding, or
ponding long enough during the growing season to develop anaerobic
conditions in the upper part (USDA Soil Conservation Service 1994). Most
hydric soils exhibit characteristic morphologies that result from repeated
periods of saturation or inundation for more than a few days. Saturation
or inundation, when combined with microbial activity in the soil, causes
the depletion of oxygen. This anaerobiosis promotes certain biogeochemi-
cal processes, such as the accumulation of organic matter and the reduc-
tion, translocation, or accumulation of iron and other reducible elements.
These processes result in distinctive characteristics that persist in the soil
during both wet and dry periods, making them particularly useful for iden-
tifying hydric soils in the field (USDA Natural Resources Conservation
Service 2006b).

This chapter presents indicators that are designed to help identify hydric
soils in the Western Mountains, Valleys, and Coast Region. Indicators are
not intended to replace or relieve the requirements contained in the defini-
tion of a hydric soil. Therefore, a soil that meets the definition of a hydric
soil is hydric whether or not it exhibits indicators. Guidance for identify-
ing hydric soils that lack indicators can be found later in this chapter (see
the sections on documenting the site and its soils) and in Chapter 5 (Diffi-
cult Wetland Situations in the Western Mountains, Valleys, and Coast Re-
gion).

This list of indicators is dynamic; changes and additions to the list are an-
ticipated with new research and field testing. The indicators presented in
this supplement are a subset of the NTCHS Field Indicators of Hydric
Soils in the United States (USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service
2006b (or current version)) that are commonly found in the region. Any
change to the NTCHS Field Indicators of Hydric Soils in the United States
represents a change to this subset of indicators for the Western Moun-
tains, Valleys, and Coast Region. Check the NRCS hydric soils web site
(btto://svilz nada.sovtuse sydria /) for updates to these indicators. To use the
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